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new comets are discovered annually; others, long known, return.
Most comets are faint telescopic objects. Occasionally, one bright
enough to be seen in broad daylight appears. Halley's comet is
one of the best known of these. At least since 240 B.C. this mag-
nificent object has been returning at intervals averaging 77 years
long. At present, about 75 years elapses between two successive
returns of Halley's comet. Its last appearance was in 1910; its
next is expected in 1985. It is now beyond Neptune.
DISTINGUISHING PLANETS FROM STARS
As the planets revolve around the sun we see them projected
against one constellation after another. One who knows the con-
stellations immediately recognizes the bright interloper as a planet,
not a star; but in the early stages of the study confusion sometimes
results. One can often distinguish a planet from a star by the
planet's brilliance and steadier light. Planets are not immune to
twinkling; but because of their nearness they appear to cover so
much more space in the sky than a star does that we receive light
as if from a disk instead of a point. In other words, the beams
of light from planets appear broader than those from stars, and the
broader the beam, the less chance there is that a localized fluctua-
tion of air in its path will divert the whole beam and produce an
apparent twinkling of the source.
The Zodiac. There is a better method. In Chapter 4 we drew
an important conclusion from the fact that the planes of the orbits
of the nine planets, while not coinciding, are inclined to one an-
other at angles so small that there is only one fairly narrow belt in
the heavens, called the zodiac, in which planets ever appear. This
belt traverses twelve constellations, as follows: Aries, Taurus,
Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo, Libra, Scorpius, Sagittarius, Capri-